Promoting Oral Fluency in the ESL classroom: An Introduction to the 4/3/2 Fluency Activity by unknown
 30 
 
Promoting Oral Fluency in the ESL classroom: An 
Introduction to the 4/3/2 Fluency Activity 
 
Matthew Ryczek, Asia University 
 
Abstract 
For most teachers of English to non-native learners, speaking fluently is the 
ultimate goal for their students. While achieving English fluency is no easy 
task, practicing fluency is something that can be enjoyable and helpful even 
for speakers with limited speaking ability. Barriers for the student, such as a 
limited vocabulary or weaknesses in applying learned grammar rules to 
speaking, can hinder participation in speaking activities in the classroom. 
Without experiencing speaking English in an unstructured and free-formed 
environment, a student’s communication skills will inevitably suffer. In this 
paper I will outline an oral fluency activity known as the 4/3/2 procedure, 
which is based on the research of Paul Nation, and describe how this activity 
was implemented in the English language classroom at Asia University in 
the spring, 2012 semester. The activity asks students to give a short speech 
on a chosen topic to another student. The speech is then repeated twice with 
a shorter time limit for each speech. This use of repetition, time pressure, 
and a change in audience is done in order to encourage the speaker to give 
their speech more fluently. I implemented this activity in several of my 
classes and found that, in general, students responded positively and enjoyed 
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it, though for some students it took longer than others to become 
comfortable participating in the activity in class. 
Introduction 
Though speaking English fluently is often cited as an end goal by 
learners, truly fluent English is, broadly speaking, an objective only few 
learners achieve. While this may be demotivating to both learners and the 
teacher, promoting oral fluency is essential for the students in order to not 
only help their speaking abilities, but also further develop their general 
English abilities. But practicing oral fluency in the classroom can be difficult 
for various reasons. For example, knowledge of vocabulary, grammar, and 
sentence structure as well as confidence to speak with peers are two of the 
barriers students face when speaking in a new language. The following 
activity is designed to satisfy the aim of practicing oral fluency in spite of 
the aforementioned problems. I implemented this activity successfully in 
several English classes at Asia University, and I hope this activity can be 
replicated by other instructors in their own classes in order to help and 
encourage students to think about and improve their English oral fluency.  
Background 
Fluency is a term often used in language teaching, but its definition 
varies in relation to its context. Fluency has been defined by some as “the 
flow or smoothness of delivery when speaking” (Chambers, 1997; Koponen 
& Riggenbach, 2000), while others use fluency when referring to the 
measurable characteristics of speaking, like the number and duration of 
pauses, hesitations, and repetitions (De Jong and Perfetti, 2011). Others form 
a distinction between cognitive fluency and performance fluency in which 
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cognitive fluency refers to “the efficiency of the operation of the cognitive 
mechanisms underlying performance” and performance fluency to the 
“observable speech, fluidity, and accuracy of the original performance” 
(Segalowitz, 2000; De Jong and Perfetti, 2011). For the purposes of this 
article, we can think of fluency as the ability of the speaker to speak 
smoothly with minimal pauses or hesitations in the target language and 
accurately enough for the listener to understand. 
The activity outlined in this article is based on Maurice’s fluency 
workshop, or 4/3/2 technique, in which students speak on a given topic and 
then repeat that speech twice (Arevart & Nation, 1991; Maurice, 1983; 
Nation, 1989; Wood, 2001). In the original study, students were given a 
question and asked to answer it in the form of a short speech. They were 
given about five minutes to think about their answer and write down notes 
on what they wanted to say in their speech. Students then gave their 
speeches without referring to their paper three times, with the time limit for 
each speech gradually decreasing. The time limit for each speech was four 
minutes for speech one, three minutes for speech two, and one minute for 
speech three. Students were encouraged to try to repeat the main points that 
they said in speech one in speeches two and three.  
The 4/3/2 procedure as outlined by Nation contained three main 
features: time pressure, change in audience, and speech repetition (1989). 
Time pressure encourages the speakers to express their ideas more rapidly 
and concisely, as well as to use various language patterns in order to include 
the main points of their speeches and eliminate minor ones. Change in 
audience removes the inclination to add new information to each speech and 
allows the speakers to focus on communicating their messages. The 
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repetition component of the 4/3/2 procedure deserves closer examination. 
According to De Jong and Perfetti, when a person repeats his or her speech 
they no longer have the cognitive burden of producing content, and are 
therefore able to focus on refining previously spoken vocabulary with new 
vocabulary or practicing more complex grammatical structures. The benefits 
of repetition include faster word retrieval, the creation of new language 
chunks, and new production rules for the speaker (2011). In Nation’s 
research of the 4/3/2 procedure he found an increase in the rate of speech as 
well as a decrease in the number of false starts, hesitations, and repetitions 
from one speech to the next (1989). This finding coincided with the later 
research of Gatbonton and Segalowitz who also argued that automaticity 
(knowing how to do something well enough to not have to think about it 
while doing it) can be promoted through repetitive tasks (2005).  
The research of De Jong and Perfetti on the 4/3/2 procedure tested 
whether the benefits of repetition on oral fluency can be maintained after the 
activity is conducted. In their study, the 4/3/2 procedure was conducted with 
two test groups: one that repeated their speeches and one that was asked to 
give three different speeches. Though improvements in oral fluency were 
observed in both groups of participants at the time of the activity, the 
participants who repeated their speeches maintained these improvements in 
post-tests using different topics conducted four weeks after the initial 4/3/2 
activity was conducted (2011). De Jong and Perfetti found that not only does 
the activity provide evidence of automaticity of linguistic knowledge but 
also of the transfer of vocabulary and grammatical structures from the 4/3/2 
procedure to other speaking activities.  
 
 34 
 
Procedure 
The 4/3/2 procedure, or activity, can be introduced in most English 
language classrooms. The activity requires students to speak on a single 
topic freely in the form of a speech, which they will then repeat twice. As 
they repeat their speeches, each time the number of pauses and hesitations 
should decline, the length of sentences should increase, and the overall 
smoothness of their delivery should improve. The activity can be used as a 
stand-alone component of a regular lesson that is topically unrelated to the 
lesson’s content, or it can be used to support an already taught subject from a 
previous activity. One aspect that should be clear to the student and the 
teacher for purposes of this activity is the difference between accuracy, 
which we can define as speaking with correct grammar, sentence structure, 
and fluency. Speaking in grammatically correct sentences is not the goal of 
this activity. Conveying meaning and communicating in the target language 
in an unstructured setting is the objective for the student. Since the focus of 
this activity is on fluency and not accuracy, the 4/3/2 activity would not be 
appropriate for practicing a grammar rule or sentence structure. In summary, 
the 4/3/2 activity has the primary goal of promoting oral fluency, not 
accuracy, with the content of student speeches being of secondary 
importance. 
Pre-activity 
Before starting the activity, the teacher should give the students a 
question to think about. The question should not be overly challenging nor 
require any specific prior knowledge. Some examples of open-ended 
questions are “What do you think about having pets?” or “What is a good 
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part-time job for university students?” These questions are effective in the 
4/3/2 activity because they are personal, easy to understand and answer, and 
open to follow-up explanation (i.e. reasons, examples, experiences, etc.). 
The teacher should make sure that the students understand the question and 
allow some time for students to think about their answers. In Nation’s study, 
students were given time to write down notes during a five-minute pre-
activity preparation period (1989). This can be done, and may be helpful 
when first introducing the activity, but can be phased out as students become 
accustomed to the activity’s format.  
Set-up 
When the allotted amount of time for preparation has ended, the 
teacher should have the students stand up and form two lines. The students 
in each line should stand facing a corresponding student in the other line, 
forming pairs. The teacher assigns one line of students as the first speakers 
and the other line as the first listeners. The students will keep these roles for 
the first three speeches. When first introducing the activity, the teacher 
should explain what fluency is to the students. This is done to help the 
students have a better understanding of what the teacher expects and, 
hopefully, to lessen any performance anxiety they may be experiencing. The 
teacher might say, “Fluency means speaking naturally and smoothly, not 
accurately. So don’t worry about grammar or making perfect sentences, just 
try to keep talking and have fun.” At this time the teacher can tell the 
speakers that they will give their answer to the question and must keep 
talking for four minutes. The task of the listener is to listen to the speaker’s 
speech, react, and ask follow-up questions if the speaker stops speaking. It’s 
not recommended to allow the speakers to request questions from the 
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listener if they can’t think of anything to say, since this would defeat the 
purpose of the time pressure element of the activity. The teacher should 
encourage the speakers to talk for as long as possible, even by repeating 
what was already said and expanding on it until the time limit is reached. Of 
course, this may result in silence from some students, but as the activity is 
repeated in subsequent lessons these students should become more 
comfortable with giving short speeches, even if in very simple English. It’s 
recommended that the teacher use a timer in order to keep track of each 
speech’s time limit.  
Activity 
At this time, the activity can begin. While the speakers are giving their 
speeches the teacher should monitor and assist any students who have 
difficulties. When the four minutes are up, the speakers move to a new 
partner and give their speeches again. During this speech, however, the 
length is only three minutes. The teacher must explain this to the students, as 
well as encourage the students to say all of the information that they gave in 
speech one in speech two, which will encourage them to speak faster and 
avoid pausing. After the speakers give their second speech, they change 
partners again. For speech three, the teacher should explain that the speakers 
have only two minutes to give their speeches. In this speech the listeners 
should have only a minimal role of reacting, since the speakers should be 
pressed for time to say their entire speeches and will need little help from the 
listener. After the third speech, the speakers and listeners change roles and 
the activity is repeated with three more speeches of four, three, and two 
minutes in length. The entire activity should take no longer than 20 minutes 
to complete.  
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Feedback 
After all students have given their three speeches, the teacher should 
give some form of feedback to the students. This is especially important 
when the activity is first being introduced in a class, since it is possible 
students may not be sure whether they successfully completed the activity. 
Because the speakers are all speaking at the same time, the atmosphere of 
the activity can be rather excited and energetic, making it difficult for the 
teacher to hear all the students give their speeches. Some students may be 
aware of this and feel confused about whether or not they did the activity 
successfully. An example of teacher feedback could be, “I heard a lot of 
really interesting ideas from the speakers, such as (give specific examples), 
but remember to give details so the listeners can better understand your 
ideas.” The feedback should focus on the content of the speeches, as well as 
the performance of the participants, and not on the accuracy of their 
speeches. The teacher can reassure the students that if they were able to 
speak for the allotted time in all three speeches without stopping or needing 
much assistance from the listeners, then they successfully participated in the 
activity. Having students feel that they completed something challenging 
and rewarding at the conclusion of the activity is a necessary part of the 
feedback given by the teacher. For this reason, it may be helpful to explain 
to the students that, though they may have had difficulty speaking for four 
minutes in speech one, by speech three they spoke much more smoothly and 
with fewer pauses. 
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Reflections 
I introduced the 4/3/2 activity in several of my classes in the 2012 
academic school year, and student reception to it was unique to each class. 
In classes where the activity was implemented students seemed to find it an 
enjoyable part of the lesson, in which they could engage in unstructured 
speaking practice face-to-face with another student. But as with any new 
activity being introduced in the classroom, there come some challenges. 
Students naturally feel anxious when asked to speak in front of their peers, 
and especially so when speaking in a second language. One benefit of this 
activity is that there are several speakers speaking at once so the individual 
speakers have only one person listening to them during their speeches. This 
can help reduce feelings of anxiety felt by the speaker. For the listener, it 
may be challenging to ask follow-up questions; therefore, basic who, what, 
when, where, why, and how questions should be introduced and practiced 
prior to the activity to assist the listeners in this task. Though the task of the 
listener is not as challenging as the speaker’s, the listener’s role in the 4/3/2 
activity is important in providing support to the speaker and assisting them 
when they need it by asking questions or reacting. 
In Nation’s original activity, students gave speeches for four, three, 
and two minutes in length. In my experience using this activity in Japanese 
university English classes, this amount of time is far too long for even 
higher-level students, because the majority of students are not able to give a 
four-minute speech with only a few minutes preparation time. For this 
reason, I have used a reduced form of the activity with speeches that are 
three minutes, two minutes, and finally, one minute. I have found these 
speech lengths to work the best in my classes. In some classes, however, 
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even at three minutes, the initial speech can be challenging for lower-level 
speakers, so when first introducing the activity it may be helpful to start with 
two-minute, ninety-seconds, and one-minute durations. As students become 
more comfortable with the activity, the instructor can increase the length of 
the speeches as he or she sees fit.  
The benefits of the 4/3/2 activity are not limited to promoting oral 
fluency in a second language. From my experience using this activity in 
class, I support the arguments made in favor of its effectiveness not only in 
developing oral fluency but also in reducing speaking anxiety and improving 
student participation and classroom atmosphere. These secondary benefits of 
the 4/3/2 activity may be of greater value than improved oral fluency, 
specifically in lower-level English classes in which the barriers that students 
face, such as vocabulary and grammar knowledge, prevent them from 
receiving much speaking practice in the classroom. I have observed 
noticeable improvements, especially in students with limited English 
speaking abilities, in class participation after introducing this activity in my 
classes. By removing these barriers and focusing on speaking more, with 
quantity of speech being more important than quality of speech, gains in 
students’ confidence and feelings of accomplishment regarding their English 
ability can occur.  
For the 4/3/2 activity to be successfully adopted, repeated practice is 
necessary. Though Nation doesn’t prescribe how often the activity should be 
repeated, I have found conducting the activity once or twice a week to be 
sufficient in my classes. However, one problem I encountered was due to the 
class period being only 45 minutes for Freshman English classes. This made 
the activity challenging to do in class regularly. The 4/3/2 activity worked 
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much better in a 90-minute class because there was enough time each week 
to successfully complete the activity as well as have it coincide with the rest 
of the lesson naturally. For low-level Freshman English students, the barriers 
of vocabulary and grammar were high, though most students were able to 
successfully participate in the activity with repeated practice. Repeating the 
activity, as well as making sure students are aware that they are doing a 
fluency-training activity each time, helps them in managing their learning 
goals.  
Another aspect of the class that can affect the successful 
implementation of the 4/3/2 activity is class size. This activity works much 
better in smaller classes, but can be carried out successfully in larger classes 
of twenty-five or more students. One technique that worked well in large 
classes is to have two rows of paired students standing from the front of the 
classroom to the back, and have one student from each row move to the 
opposite end of their line when switching partners between speeches. One 
obvious drawback of doing the 4/3/2 activity in a larger class is the increased 
challenge of monitoring student performance by the teacher. Another issue 
encountered when doing this activity occurs when there is an odd number of 
students. In this situation, the teacher can participate as a listener and 
speaker. Despite the challenges of class time, student ability, and class size, 
in the classes where the 4/3/2 activity was implemented, students generally 
responded positively to it each time it was carried out, and seemed to find it 
an enjoyable part of the English class.  
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Conclusion 
This article has briefly outlined an oral-fluency training activity first 
researched by Nation in which students were asked to speak for four minutes 
on a given topic. This speech was then repeated twice for three minutes and 
then two minutes with the goal of improving oral fluency, which we defined 
as the ability of the speaker to speak smoothly and in a natural manner. I 
implemented this activity in several classes at Asia University during the 
2012 academic year. I observed some improvements in students’ oral 
fluency in classes in which the activity was introduced and conducted on a 
regular basis. In addition to improvements in oral fluency, the 4/3/2 activity 
also has the benefit of increasing the student’s confidence when speaking 
English, as well as improving classroom atmosphere. Though the findings 
discussed in this article are limited to my experiences with the 4/3/2 activity, 
I hope that this article will be useful to other teachers at Asia University who 
are interested in trying new methods for improving their students’ oral 
fluency. I suggest that teachers adapt this activity to suit the needs and 
abilities of their students, as well as their own teaching styles. Broader usage 
of the 4/3/2 activity by other teachers at Asia University and their feedback 
on its effectiveness are recommended.  
References 
Arevart, S., & Nation, P. (1991). Fluency improvement in a second 
 language. RELC Journal, 22, 84–94. 
Chambers, F. (1997). What do we mean by fluency? System, 25(4), 535–
 544.  
 42 
 
De Jong, N. & Perfetti, C. (2011). Fluency training in the ESL classroom: 
 An experimental study of fluency development and 
 proceduralization. Language Learning 61(2), 533–568. 
Gatbonton, E., & Segalowitz, N. (2005). Rethinking communicative 
 language teaching: A focus on access to fluency. Canadian Modern 
 Language Review, 61(3), 325–353. 
Koponen, M., & Riggenbach, H. (2000). Overview: Varying perspectives on 
 fluency. In H. Riggenbach (Ed.), Perspectives on fluency (5–24). Ann 
 Arbor: University of Michigan Press. 
Maurice, K. (1983). The fluency workshop. TESOL Newsletter, 17(4), 29. 
Nation, P. (1989). Improving speaking fluency. System, 17(3), 377–384. 
Segalowitz, N. (2000). Automaticity and attentional skill in fluent 
 performance. In H. Riggenbach (Ed.), Perspectives on fluency (200–
 219). Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press. 
Wood, D. (2001). In search of fluency: What is it and how can we teach it? 
 Canadian Modern Language Review, 57(4), 573–589. 
 
 
 
